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Making Space in Urban Interstices 
Introduction 
This visual ethnographic project explores the making of a vibrant ‘Maker 
Space’ – a collaborative, user-owned workspace for making things, from hi-tech LED 
displays to upcycled quilts -- in Newcastle upon Tyne’s urban centre. Carried out 
over two years of participant observation, it involved a series of recorded 
conversations with makers and a collaborative photographic exploration. Although 
the wider study looked at many aspects of making in relation to place and 
sustainability, this chapter specifically examines the relationship between interstices 
in routines and practices of wage labour (many of the makers fit their making activity 
around jobs in fields such as computer programming) and the creation of alternative 
spaces within urban ‘cracks’, the former commercial spaces left empty by economic 
recession, which become opportunities for exploring alternative use of space in the 
city centre.  
In an era where urban centres are increasingly highly commodified and 
homogeneous (Augé, 2008; Dale and Burrell, 2002), and where, as Daskalaki et al. 
(2008) argue, organizational theory might benefit from exploring parkour-like 
practices that disrupt anesthetized settings, this study is particularly concerned with 
the way in which the makers populate Maker Space with a spontaneous, unfettered 
creativity and physicality that some of them feel is missing from their paid work.  
Capturing this moment by exploring the meanings attached to objects created 
in the space and the organizational practices that emerge alongside making, the 
study traces how these messy yet regulated, social yet individually absorbed 
processes disrupt non-place (Augé, 2008) and promote urban vitality. In keeping with 
Augé’s analysis, non-place is understood here as overly-commodified, unvaried, 
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commercially oriented space that stifles vibrant creativity and human flourishing. 
Specifically, Maker Space is located in a rather drab stretch of Newcastle’s shopping 
district, where precarious small businesses have fallen into decline, leaving empty 
storefronts as the backdrop to a row of grimy bus stops that line the narrow sidewalk. 
City plans that have earmarked the street for redevelopment have created a 
temporary opportunity for arts organisations such as Maker Space to occupy the 
empty stores at low rent, changing the streetscape into one of unusual and relatively 
non-commercial offerings.       
Existing literature on makerspaces (Halverson and Sheridan, 2014; Lindtner, 
2015; Richardson et al., 2013; Rosner and Fox, 2016) has not examined the 
relationship between these spaces and paid employment, and has tended to focus 
on educational, normative and supply chain dimensions of making. While this 
literature explores aspects of organisation, creativity and production, how actors 
juxtapose making with their day job (where they need to earn a living outside of the 
makerspace) has not been specifically explored. Theoretically, this study makes 
experimental links between what goes on at Newcastle’s Maker Space and the work 
of Arendt (1998) and Gorz (2005) on the satisfaction that derives from creating 
tangible, enduring and wholly executed things, particularly highlighting the makers’ 
enjoyment of their ability to make physical things to behold, treasure and share with 
others. This contrasts with their largely immaterial (Hardt and Negri, 2000) wage 
labour in occupations such as computer programming, where the product – such as 
a body of code -- may yield professional satisfaction but lack the immediate 
physicality and integral wholeness of a hammered together picture frame or a hand-
soldered circuit-board, designed and built from scratch or through a process of 
ingenious repurposing of found objects. This physicality resonates with recent work 
Making Space / Schoneboom / Word count: 7994 Words 
 3 
on lively materials (Carr and Gibson, 2016), the notion that working intimately with 
materials, where sufficiently autonomous, nurtures a powerful sense of agency and a 
conviction that the physical environment is malleable. In this sense, the things that 
emerge from Maker Space, intertwined with the organisation’s messy and playful 
form are conceived as potentially reenergising and transforming the cityscape.  
As a cityscape, Newcastle upon Tyne (population 0.3 million) boasts a lively 
shopping and eating district that, especially at the weekend, bustles with life. Its main 
shopping district hosts glitzy restaurant chains, high-end department stores, and 
bijou outfitters but these ‘brilliant shops’ (Engels, 1952) and high rates of fashion 
spending (Savills, 2016) mask persistent unemployment and poverty (Council, 
2010).  Sharp post-industrial decline and joblessness in the 1980s, have given way 
to a largely service-based economy with some economic recovery but increasingly 
precarious, low-skilled employment. Nevertheless, there are affluent pockets with 
stable professional employment in knowledge-based professions such as computer 
programming, accounting, academia and healthcare – members of Maker Space 
tend to come from this group. The city centre has shown resilience against recession 
but its bite is evident in empty shopfronts that blight the main shopping street, and a 
steep rise of temporary or bargain basement stores, particularly in the streets that 
branch off the main thoroughfare. Also, deep cuts to libraries and museums mean 
that recreational time in the city centre increasingly revolves exclusively around 
spending money in the shops and restaurants.  
Drawing parallels between the above scholarship of work and literature on 
‘non-place’ (Daskalaki et al., 2008; Farrar, 2011; Paterson, 1997), this study situates 
Maker Space as a contrast to the prevailing landscape of Newcastle’s shopping 
district -- as a locus where processes of memory, story and participation that 
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transcend the commodity form are nurtured and celebrated. As such, this chapter 
reflects in an explorative fashion on concepts of materiality, alienation and place-
making, also suggesting possibilities for a post-work urbanism.  
 
Maker Space and Welcome Wednesday 
 Maker Space is an independent, user-owned resource in Newcastle-upon-
Tyne’s city centre that occupies a former storefront opposite the city library. Focused 
on diverse making activity from laser-cut constructions to theatrical costumes, it 
offers a workspace with tools and a readymade community. Its 52 members are 
predominantly white male, of working age, with many fitting in their making around 
full-time jobs in engineering or information technology. Some are of relatively 
working-class origin, having grown up around the city’s heavy industrial base, with 
some of the interviews revealing class mobility gained from technical aptitude, 
leading to careers in engineering or computing, supported by the region’s growing 
information technology sector.  
Maker Space operates an open membership policy where anyone can join 
and pay the monthly membership fee of ten pounds (this can be discreetly modified 
for those who are less able to pay) and, on Wednesday evenings, the space is open 
to non-members. The project was inspired by the buzzing creativity and exchange 
that is experienced at Maker Space’s Welcome Wednesdays, which create a vibrant 
hub of creative and social activity that -- visible through the large shopfront windows 
-- brightens up an otherwise lifeless and grimy streetscape (see Figure 1).  
Newcastle’s Maker Space has grown organically over the last few years out of 
a very small group of makers who came into contact at local show-and-tell events 
such as ‘Dorkbot’. Two of the founding members had an existing office space that 
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they opened up for maker meetings. As the group grew and opportunities arose, the 
makers moved to the current storefront location, sharing the rent by pooling their 
monthly membership dues.  
Newcastle’s Maker Space is part of a movement that comprises 1,400 active 
makerspaces globally, around 500 of which are located respectively in Europe and 
North America (Lou and Peek, 2016). A makerspace, broadly speaking, is ‘a 
collaborative work space inside a school, library or separate public/private facility for 
making, learning, exploring and sharing that uses high tech to no tech tools’ 
(Makerspaces.com).  Within this broad definition there is some debate about whether 
the terms ‘makerspace’ and ‘hackerspace’ warrant distinction (Cavalcanti, 2013), 
however, these labels are very often used interchangeably and, in this chapter, 
‘makerspace’ is used to denote both. While Newcastle’s Maker Space reflects the 
collectivist or non-profit ethos of many makerspaces, for-profit versions such as the 
‘Techshop’ chain also exist. Best-selling books such as Chris Anderson’s Makers 
(2013), coupled with popular ‘Maker Faire’ events that take place in large cities 
across the world, promote the idea of a broadly unified (if heterogeneous) worldwide 
maker movement oriented to reviving the art of tinkering – from ‘make-and-mend’ 
upcycling to amateur technology development -- as a hands-on, sociable way of 
transforming the world for the better (Dougherty, 2012). Many of those interviewed 
have been ‘tinkerers’ since childhood, with some discussing family role models or 
Newcastle’s famous ‘makers’ such as inventor Joseph Swan (and the Literary and 
Philosophical Society where he and others exchanged ideas) as key influences in 
their Maker Space involvement.  
Recent literature has explored many facets of the ‘Maker Movement’, from its 
role in education (Halverson and Sheridan, 2014) to its potential to transform supply 
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chain design (Waller and Fawcett, 2014). Ethnographic study of hackspaces has 
produced textured accounts of making practice, showing infusion of hacker norms 
with feminist (Rosner and Fox, 2016) and Chinese cultural (Lindtner, 2015) 
characteristics. Focusing on cities, Richardson et al. (2013), suggest that distributed 
local making can transform urban landscapes, a perspective that is shared via arts-
based initiatives such as DIWO, or Do-It-With-Others, (Furtherfield, 2015).  
While aspects of this literature connect making to emancipatory social 
practices, the fluid relationship between making of objects, community building and 
placehood warrants closer unpacking. Little attention has been given to how makers 
juggle their makerspace activity and paid work. Existing studies touch on the 
relationship with work, but are more centrally concerned with exploring makers’ 
shared political vision, whether in terms of reflecting Chinese culture (Lindtner, 2015: 
861-862) or promoting gender equality in the face of the ‘dark, unromantic, slightly 
humiliating side of modern motherhood’ (Rosner and Fox, 2016: 5). Richardson et 
al.’s (2013) article observes the impact of making (including making as a form of 
work) in Detroit but lacks fine-grained analysis of how this occurs, calling for further 
sociological study of the processes via which making nurtures urban resilience. This 
article therefore seeks to construct a more explicit link between, on the one hand, the 
act of making in the interstices of paid labour and, on the other hand, the emergence 
of a form of place-based organization that is oriented to urban vitality. Reflecting the 
ethnographic tradition, the methodology and findings are presented in the following 
sections, drawing out emerging themes that inform the theoretical discussion in the 
final section of the paper.  
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Methodology   
The predominantly inductive and interpretivist research design involved 
participant-observation on Welcome Wednesdays over a 2-year period by Dr 
Schoneboom and a more intense period of conversations and photography (with 
Julian May) during December 2015-January 2016. The study explored the 
relationship between makers and their creations, the surrounding texture of sharing 
and organization, the relationship between this activity and paid employment, and 
the impact of Maker Space on the streetscape. Dr Schoneboom has been a member 
of Maker Space since March 2014 (after being coaxed through the door by her 8-
year-old son) and has received many hours of guidance on various construction 
projects from Maker Space members. The research is therefore also informed by a 
reflexive meditation on her participation in the space.     
Maker Space has no single gatekeeper and permission to conduct the study 
was sought/granted by posting the details of the planned research on the Maker 
Space-admin mailing list (which is open to all members), fielding questions, and 
being permitted to proceed in the absence of objections. Several members 
immediately volunteered to participate in the research as part of this discussion 
process while other participants were part of a convenience sampling process based 
on those who were around during the photographic engagement. The 
interviews/conversations attracted members who have a founding or very active role 
in the space. All except one of those interviewed are male, which is broadly 
representative of the male-female gender ratio of the membership (this imbalance 
would make an interesting future study).  
 The photographic engagement took place on Welcome Wednesday at the 
Maker Space Christmas party. Recognising that photographic meanings are 
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contingent and subjective (Pink, 2014: 75), we aimed at a strategy of looking (Lyon, 
2013: 25) that was casual and responsive to the direction of makers, using 
photography as a ‘can-opener’ (Collier and Collier, 1986) that enabled makers to 
share their feelings during the social flow of the party, establishing a conversational 
rapport in the subsequent recorded conversations. Initially, Julian created 
collaborative portraits with individual makers, intentionally focused away from the 
face to emphasise our interest in the sensual hands-on aspects of making. These 
photos were aimed at understanding members’ feelings about the things they had 
made through their manner of holding their creations and the features they wanted to 
show to the camera.  
As part our emphasis on understanding the sensory dimension of place, we 
also combined photography and movement to ‘attend to elements of the ways that 
people experience and give meanings to their environments’ (Pink, 2014: 81). Julian 
was guided around the space by different makers, capturing aspects of the language 
of objects and signage (Sudjic, 2009) that were meaningful to them. Drawing on the 
author’s reflection on Maker Space’s impact on the street and how it feels to 
approach Maker Space from the outside, Julian also photographed the movement 
and energy of members as transmitted through the windows.   
Informed by the photographic engagement, ten audio-recorded semi-
structured conversations between the author and individual makers of 25-40 minutes 
were conducted at Maker Space or – when the space was too noisy – across the 
street at the City Library, which overlooks Maker Space.  After transcription, these 
were shared with participants for their validation.  
As in much ethnography (Duneier, 2000; Van Maanen, 1991), where the 
reflexive dimension is a central dimension of the work that must be interrogated in 
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order to establish integrity of the study, the author/photographer’s subjectivities were 
treated as an integral aspect of this research and, rather than trying to excise this, 
the write-up focused on articulating feelings and experiences in a way that makers 
would read as a reasonable interpretation of their world. Drawing on Pink (2009), 
whose work on slow cities, for example, illustrates the need to capture the physical 
and sensory entanglement of people and things in a place,  the research design 
drew on an emplaced sensory methodology, acknowledging the ‘sensuous 
interrelationship of body-mind-environment’ (Howes, 2005: 7) that can inform a fluid 
and dynamic understanding of people and place. Interviews were conducted in the 
space wherever possible so that machine noise and social interruptions worked their 
way into the conversation and the transcripts.   
As such, we aimed to generate textured data based on a fluid engagement 
with the space.  The transcribed data, fieldnotes and images were coded using 
NVivo with emergent themes identified using techniques drawn from grounded 
theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). The interpretation of the data, while somewhat 
inductive, is also deeply informed by the author’s critical theoretical orientation (in 
particular, an interest in critical theoretical evaluations of the work ethic and the 
meaning of work that grow out of Marxist/Weberian discourses), which is in turn 
entangled with her efforts to learn how to solder and use a drill. The study attends to 
this layered interpretation of social reality and tries to retain the richness with which 
makers expressed their passion for making things, resisting the tendency to reduce 
or resolve its contradictory aspects (Van Maanen, 1988: 116). 
Findings 
The findings are divided into two parts: the first is about makers’ reflections on 
their making projects at Maker Space in relation to the activity that earns their living 
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and the second is a commentary on the messy yet regulated, socially and physically 
vibrant Maker Space that emerges from this freewheeling creative activity.   
1. Making and Making a Living 
As noted earlier, many of the makers have careers in engineering or IT, with a 
smaller number working in education. For those makers who have a relatively 
structured ‘day-job’ as well as some others who work in a contract-based freelance 
capacity, key distinctions were made between paid work and their activity at Maker 
Space, emphasizing the less instrumental, more freewheeling and tangible nature of 
making at Maker Space as opposed to their wage labour. Several interrelated 
themes thus emerge from exploration of the relationship between making activity and 
paid employment of Maker Space members: the tangibility or physicality of made 
things; the opportunity to make something from scratch or make the entire thing; the 
enduring and/or unique quality of made things; the sense of creative autonomy and 
non-instrumentality of the making process; and the flow of skills and materials 
between Maker Space and the workplace.  
Tangibility and physicality of made things 
Tim, a regular to the space, is passionate about his computer-oriented job, but 
finds his projects at Maker Space often offer a more satisfying level of tangibility. He 
does a lot of hands-on metalwork and woodwork at Maker Space, in contrast to his 
computer-oriented job and, during the fieldwork process, he was engrossed in a 
quadcopter project, launching his creation for its maiden flight at the Christmas party. 
Celebrating this tangibility, he remarks that at work it is sometimes frustrating not to 
see things making visual progress, whereas in making his quadcopter, ‘I can see a 
result. There’s a physical thing and that’s the difference. It’s not a digital thing, it’s a 
physical thing’ (see figure 2).  
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Ben, a software engineer, shares this desire to make something physical, 
noting that a computer program he writes is ‘real, but not real in the sense you can 
pick it up and lift it, show people, tell people about how you’ve made it with your 
hands.’ A prolific maker, Ben is usually to be seen working with fabric, wood or metal 
in the space, leaving no outward clue to his computer programmer identity. He 
recently started dabbling in sewing but was soon running Maker Space’s sewing 
nights, learning how to do new practical things with dexterity and focus. During the 
fieldwork period, he made an impressively diverse selection of things, including a 
unique, collage-style quilt constructed from pieces of clothing that his kids had grown 
out of, along with several toys and bags. 
Malcolm, a software developer, presents a slight contrast to Ben and Tim, 
since he does not feel such a strong urge to make physical objects: ‘I’m very happy 
living inside my head a lot of the time, thinking about things.’ However, one of the 
reasons he is drawn to Maker Space is that he wants to complement his virtual 
expertise as a programmer with what he calls ‘real world stuff’, the practical side of 
working with materials and understanding how to manipulate them effectively. This 
has been part of his motivation to build a 3D printer. He is working on developing a 
slicer, a computer programme that will make stronger 3D-printed objects – he is 
focused on the code but this is intertwined with his enjoyment of the physical side of 
the 3D printing process.   
The opportunity to make something from scratch or make the entire thing 
As well as physical tangibility, some makers highlighted an ontological need, 
in the sense of something connected to their sense of being and unfolding 
themselves in the world, to make something from scratch.  Mark, a multi-talented 
maker who is currently working on a 3-D printed robot hand, comments that although 
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he likes his current job in the IT field, he does not get to build things from first 
principles any more, which can be frustrating: ‘Physically creating something from a 
component level, I don’t get to do that at work anymore. I used to. I used to build 
PCs and things, but not in the current job I’m in, which annoys me a little bit.’ 
Carrying out a creative project from beginning to end was also valued: Mark 
highlighted that this can be less achievable in the workplace, where different people 
are tasked with different aspects, sometimes causing delays. He is not permitted to 
do things at work that he knows how to do but are somebody else’s job, whereas he 
feels that Maker Space allows him creative autonomy to get on with things and use 
his full range of skills. The sense of creative satisfaction in puzzling something out 
from beginning to end was exemplified by Rob, another maker and IT specialist, who 
noted that at Maker Space he sometimes purposely avoids using existing tutorials in 
order to set himself more of a challenge and learn more, developing a sense of 
mastery of the entire process. 
Enduring and/or unique quality of made things 
Linked to the idea of tangibility, the importance of making an enduring, well-
built thing is a value that surfaced in several of the interviews. In particular, Ben, who 
is a very active maker, expressed regret that things are no longer built to last and 
contrasted this with something he has made, which ‘you don’t want to just throw 
away because you know you’ve invested a lot of time and effort into making it.’ The 
sense of beholding an object that he has crafted is deeply satisfying: ‘You can pick it 
up, you can show people you’ve got something there that you’ve made, that you can 
keep forever.’ Ben enjoys the knowledge that his kids have unique, treasured toys 
that will last and will not be so readily disposed of. As he holds the bus proudly up 
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towards the camera, his pleasure at showing off his creation is palpable (see figure 
3). 
In a similar vein, things that are made at Maker Space are also valued for 
their uniqueness – Evie, an educator who is relatively new to the space, notes that 
she relishes the idea of her friends and family having jewellery that she has crafted 
herself: ‘they wear it and it’s totally unique because I don’t really like to make the 
same thing twice.’  During one of our fieldwork sessions she was using the laser 
cutter on felted wool to create coasters that she planned to give as Christmas gifts, 
filling the air with a slightly charred yet pleasant aroma that, we agreed, would add to 
their uniqueness (see figure 4). 
Creative autonomy and non-instrumentality of the making process 
Bill, a long-time maker who is currently making a miniature arcade game, 
comments that although he very much enjoys his paid employment as an engineer, 
the specifications he is working to in his paid capacity are for the needs of the 
business: ‘it’s not my creative process, it’s not my personal project, it’s something I’m 
just being paid to design and make.’ His miniature arcade game, which forms part of 
a series of classic arcade games that he has constructed in different sizes is, by 
contrast, part of a lifelong habit of pursuing his own creative projects: ‘I’ve always 
been a maker, I’ve always been a maker of things.’  
Within this relatively self-directed process, several makers commented that 
they enjoy taking their time with making projects as opposed to the tighter deadlines 
at work. As Malcolm the software developer notes, there is a sharp contrast between 
his personal projects and paid gigs in terms of timescales for product delivery: ‘In 
terms of what I do on a day-to-day basis there’s always a goal in a couple of weeks 
max and it’s got to be delivered by then.’ He enjoys the desultory aspect of his 
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making projects – the unbounded nature of his 3D printer project, which is not 
oriented to an immediate business or personal need -- pleasantly allows room for 
experimentation and dabbling.  
The pleasure that makers derive from the things they have created is evident 
and often transcends the need for any sense of practical usefulness. This was 
evident in the photo shoot, where makers turned their creations over in their hands 
for the camera, marvelling at their objects’ playful or aesthetic qualities.  Rob, whose 
paid employment involves programming controllers for signage, has created a 
number of impressive objects at Maker Space including a laser-cut Perspex model of 
the Tyne Bridge and a complex cube comprising hundreds of white LEDs. He 
celebrates the mathematical poetry of his beautiful creations, joking, ‘They serve no 
purpose at all whatsoever’ (see figure 5). 
Flow of skills and materials between Maker Space and the workplace 
With many Maker Space members fitting in their making activity around jobs 
in engineering or electronics there is a two-way flow of skills and resources between 
the two arenas. For most of those interviewed, the relationship between personal 
making projects and paid work is not embattled, but rather comes across as 
symbiotic and mutually beneficial. Rob comments that scrap material from his IT job 
that would otherwise be thrown out often ends up in the space: ‘I often joke that my 
boss sponsors the Maker Space with the amount of stuff that ends up in there from 
work.’ Similarly, skills such as programming, soldering or operating machinery often 
pass seamlessly between the Maker Space and places of paid employment. 
In spite of this cross-pollination, several of those interviewed intentionally 
keep the spheres somewhat separate in order to enjoy their making more.   Tim, 
focuses on hands-on projects such as his quadcopter, intentionally avoiding doing 
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projects related to his day job in network engineering: ‘I do try and keep away from 
what I do at work and leave work for work.’ Similarly, Ben’s efforts to stay away from 
programming at Maker Space, where he is customarily engaged in woodwork or 
sewing, remind him that this is a separate world from his day-job, creating a clearer 
boundary between paid employment and his personal making projects.  
2. Making Maker Space 
Resonating with these values of enduring tangibility and creative autonomy, 
organizational practices and a spatial reality emerge at Maker Space, creating a 
vibrant place that disrupts the blandness of the streetscape and militates towards a 
revitalized urban centre. This study suggests a synergy between, on the one hand, 
the unmet desires and needs that exist in the interstices of paid labour, and cracks in 
urban centres where these desires are indulged and alternative spaces flourish. 
Maker Space emerges physically and organizationally around the act of making, with 
a fluid, unfinished quality that extends from individual making projects to the making 
of a richly textured and storied space. 
Maker Space comprises two rooms with an array of workbenches and tables 
of different heights that allow workers to work side by side while chatting. This 
mixture of concentrating on whatever one is making while connecting with what 
others in the room are doing creates a friendly, playful atmosphere where, 
nevertheless, serious work is getting done. Boxes of ‘hackable’ items overflow with 
possibility, creating a cornucopia of bits and bobs that makers can rummage in (see 
figure 6). Yet, from the labels on boxes to the silhouettes that remind makers where 
to replace any tools they use, there are clear signs of organisation.  
The space that emerges is thus messy yet regulated, something that is also 
reflected in Maker Space’s flat organisational structure, which is oriented to ensuring 
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that all members have a say, without getting bogged down in decision-making 
processes. As one of the founding members comments, this is designed so that ‘we 
don’t have to get everybody to agree.’ Tasks such as tidying the kitchen get done 
through this flexible approach to rules, for example, mugs in the cupboard are 
accompanied by a sign that urges a workable compromise: ‘We are never going to 
agree if cups should be stored bottom up or bottom side down… The solution is to 
do both.’  
Normatively, this framework allows makers to get on with their creative 
projects, also enabling ‘crazes’ to develop as ideas spread contagiously in the small 
space. Physically, things in the space take on a storied and even enchanted quality. 
For example, emerging from the absorption of some of the makers in customising 
quadcopters, an ‘obstacle course’ of picture frames took shape, suspended from the 
ceiling. The daring voyages of the quadcopters also created a social focal point, with 
moments of ‘dread and excitement’ becoming the stuff of memory, of enjoyable time 
spent at Maker Space (see figure 7).  
There has been some tension around aspects of health and safety, for 
example where makers have stored dangerous chemicals in the fridge. Regulating 
this type of activity has been difficult, as Malcolm puts it, ‘people don’t feel that they 
want all that organization.’ This need for rules without dogma is apparent in 
humorous signage such as the Laser Cutter warning that reads, ‘Big Scary Laser: Do 
not look into beam with remaining eye’ (see figure 8). These efforts maintain the 
sense that, in spite of rules, things in the space are dynamic and open to 
interpretation. One is left with the sense that the makers, as in their individual 
projects, approach organisation and space playfully, as a puzzle to solve.  
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 Maker Space’s ‘storefront’ underscores the connection between the individual 
work of makers and its richly social quality, which enlivens not only the inside space 
but also impacts the urban streetscape. Aside from the buzz of sharing and ‘show 
and tell’ that occurs within the space, the display of quirky objects, including plastic 
ducks and 3d printers, offers a curious visual feast (see figure 9) that lures children 
away from their parents at the nearby bus stops. At Christmas-time, many passers-
by stopped to admire the makers’ mechanical construction of penguins traversing 
Rob’s laser-cut Tyne Bridge (see figure 10). As Ben comments, ‘we do get a lot of 
families, a lot of kids, looking in and really enjoying what they’re seeing through the 
window.’  
  
Discussion: Interstices in wage labour / cracks in urban space 
Theoretical characterizations of the ontological need to make things (as an 
essential part of being or becoming human) and the social, place-based nature of 
this process provide a useful starting point for reflecting on the buzzing activity that 
goes on at Maker Space. The research invoked meditation on the link between the 
critical scholarship of work that theorises alienation and immaterial labour (Arendt, 
1998; Aronowitz et al., 1998; Gorz, 2005; Hardt and Negri, 2000; Marx, 2001; 
Sayers, 2013; Weeks, 2011) and the scholarship of place and organization (Burrell 
and Dale, 2003; Daskalaki et al., 2008; Paterson, 1997; Paton, 2013).  
For Hegel (1975: 31), humans are distinguished from animals by our ability to 
‘double’ ourselves in the things we create – this externalisation of the self means we 
can confront ourselves as a separate other, giving rise to a capacity for reflection. By 
representing ourselves in an object of our creation we can think about ourselves in 
relation to the world. Deferred gratification, whereby we work upon the world by 
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transforming the object rather than immediately consuming it, gives us a unique 
relationship to nature and to other humans. Through shaping and transforming the 
world, we separate ourselves from an object which is perceived as other, but also 
come to recognise ourselves in that which we have created, overcoming this 
‘alienation’ of self from nature and thus becoming at home in the world (Sayers, 
2013: 17-18).     
The creation of material objects that confront us as separate existences, as 
part of the unfolding of man’s species-being, is central to Marx’s youthful Hegelian 
writings on alienation. Emphasizing man’s ability to conceive of plans in his mind and 
will them into action, Marx (2001) argues that, where it retains its free and 
spontaneous character, our labour connects us to nature and to the species, 
enabling us to share in the riches of our fellow men and of the earth. By contrast, 
under capitalism, the worker is stunted by his labour, which becomes a fragmented 
and impoverished process, stripped of the dynamic of positive self-realisation and 
cut off from that movement towards becoming at home in our world. Notwithstanding 
ethnographies that, alongside the grime and tedium, celebrate the fulfilling 
dimensions of manufacturing work (Dennis, 1969; Kornblum, 1974; Mollona, 2009), 
Marx’s account captures the dehumanising nature of industrial labour.  
It is important to note that, opposed to ‘craft idiocy’, by which he invokes the 
narrow and limited purview of feudal craft-based production (Marx, 1978: 138), Marx 
does not romanticize the parochialism of the artisan within the feudal historical 
moment, conceiving dialectically of the development of industry to the point where 
most necessity can be met by machines, leaving us with a shortened work day that 
gives us liberty to pursue our own creative activity (Marx, 1993: 706). Although 
Sayers (2013) uses Marx’s abhorrence of craft-based production to remind us that 
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Marx is not specifically enamoured of material labour, this study would suggest, in 
keeping with Hardt and Negri (2000) or Gorz (2005), that hands-on work with 
materials is a key part of the human endeavour, as explored further below. 
It must also be noted that, as Sayers (2013) reminds us, making a useful, 
tangible thing such as a table is not central to Hegel’s or Marx’s conception of 
fulfilling work. All types of activity that are not based on immediate animal 
gratification fit within their self-realising purview. Work may involve fabrication of 
material objects, but it may also be activity that transforms the world less tangibly 
through social activity (Marx, 1978). Furthermore, work does not have to serve a 
practical need but rather encompasses all kinds of deliberate activity such as play, 
with art (when not done to put bread on the table) constituting the freest and highest 
form of work.  
The importance of making physical things as vital to human self-realisation 
has been hotly debated, with critique of the modern labour process exemplified by 
Hardt and Negri’s (2000) concept of immaterial labour, which argues that the 
contemporary labour process robs us of the transformative sense of working on the 
world that is key to self-realisation. In response to Hardt and Negri, Sayers argues 
that immaterial labour is a superfluous and misleading concept since, in Hegel and 
Marx’s conception, all labour transforms matter in some way: ‘Symbolic labour is no 
exception: it involves making marks on paper, making sounds, creating electronic 
impulses in a computer system, or whatever …  it has material effects which produce 
and reproduce social and economic relations and alter consciousness’ (Sayers, 
2013: 43).   
Sayers argues forcefully that affective and symbolic labour – even housework 
-- transform social and economic relations and are thus potentially a source of self-
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realisation in the Hegelian sense. This argument makes some logical sense and 
protects us from over-simplifying the potentiality for computer programming to offer 
the programmer a rich and fulfilling sense of having worked on the world.  However, 
the distinction made by Tim and Ben, for example, between the feeling that derives 
from making a tangible thing such as a toy bus offers interesting insight into the loss 
of tangibility experienced by those whose work is based in the movement and 
manipulation of code.     
Reflecting also on the notion of making durable things that emerged from the 
study, we must keep in mind Sayer’s (2013) critique, which upholds that even 
intangible, ephemeral work processes can be fulfilling. However, other theorists have 
emphasised the importance of creating durable objects to human development.   The 
making of artefacts is central to Arendtian thought, which exudes a fascination with 
the artificial world of durable objects that man builds on earth. Arendt laments that 
we are caught up in a production-consumption cycle, ‘where all things swing in 
changeless, deathless repetition’ (Arendt, 1998: 96) and where ‘a chair or a table is 
now consumed as rapidly as a dress and a dress is used up almost as quickly as 
food’ (Arendt, 1998: 124).   
Distinct from Marx, she places particular value on the creation of objects that 
endure outside of this cycle of man’s metabolism with nature. Durable objects, for 
Arendt, stabilize our existence against a backdrop of production and devouring that, 
in an era of abundance, absorbs humanity in mindless consumption. In this analysis, 
creation of enduring things is existentially vital, countering Heraclitean -- in terms of 
the idea that one cannot stand in the same river twice -- uprootedness (Arendt, 1998: 
137), reclaiming our social responsibilities and political capabilities. These objects 
prevent descent into an animalistic existence based on continuous and thoughtless 
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devouring. Here, Ben’s reflection on his creations as something he can hold up and 
keep for ever and Evie’s pleasure at seeing her family and friends adorned in her 
keepsake jewellery, exude this sense of the made object as stabilising the self.  
Adding to this, Gorz problematizes the practico-sensory deprivation inherent 
in, for example, working on a VDU, arguing that this represents an impoverishment 
of human experience. Referring to Hegel’s conception of alienation (and contrary to 
Sayers position on this), he argues that the material impact of such work is too 
‘distant and mediate’ to provide the exteriorisation (Entäusserung) necessary for self-
realisation in the Hegelian sense. Rather, in much contemporary knowledge-based 
labour, workers’ ‘practico-sensory activity is reduced to the barest minimum, their 
bodies and sensibilities bracketed out of the operation’ (Gorz, 2005: 2). 
In a related vein, Gorz problematizes the ephemeral or ‘evanescent’ quality of 
much contemporary labour, in which – as in much service work as well as knowledge 
work -- the product is consumed as quickly as it is produced, never taking on any 
truly graspable form. Echoing Hegel’s doubling of the self, this evanescent, 
intangible quality of work means for Gorz that there is no moment of contemplating 
the self as other that, in turn, makes one at home in the world: ‘Seldom can these 
workers say: “Here's what I have done. This is the piece of work I've made. This was 
my doing'” (Gorz, 2005: 2). This loss of the sense of work as a physically tangible 
oeuvre links to the theme of building something enduring and unique that emerged 
from the study. Ben pictures his toy bus being handed down rather than thrown out, 
experiencing this product differently from the computer programs he writes at work; 
Evie relishes seeing her artistic creations out in the world, being worn and treasured 
by her friends enjoying the palpable sense that she is imprinted on the world.  
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This emphasis on practico-sensory deprivation is developed further by Carr 
and Gibson’s (2016) recent analysis of the geographies of making, which argues that 
hegemonic capitalist interests have generated a mode of production that cuts us off 
from the vitality of materials. Carr and Gibson uphold that those who make things 
hold the key to orienting society toward more sustainable outcomes, calling for 
micro-level analysis of our relationship to materials that re-focuses attention in this 
area. As such, they urge, ‘ecological crisis demands more, rather than less, attention 
to materials and making processes’ (Carr and Gibson, 2016: 298). Indeed, a further 
study that looked more closely at the connection that develops between makers and 
the materials they work with would be a worthwhile future research direction.   
Consideration of Maker Space as a realm of productive leisure also invokes 
reflection on Weeks’ recent call for the sociology of work to refocus attention away 
from the binary of wage labour and care-giving. Weeks urges us to redirect our 
attention toward social processes that help us claim ‘the time to reinvent our lives, to 
reimagine and redefine the spaces, practices, and relationships of non-work time’ 
(Weeks, 2011: 168). Within this reflection, the potential of Maker Space membership 
in decentring the professional work ethic as the centre of existence and forging time 
outside of wage labour for ‘what most pleases us’ (Aronowitz et al., 1998) becomes a 
compelling theme for exploration. This is particularly pertinent in a context where, as 
Gorz, Aronowitz and others argue, we have reached a technological stage where full 
employment is no longer viable and paid work makes less sense as the organizing 
principle through which human dignity is either earned or taken away.  
The enviable absorption of makers in their creative projects, and their 
devotion to puzzling over and building intriguing and beautiful objects resonates with 
critical theory that orients our attention toward human emancipation as spending as 
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much time as we can on that which delights us (Aronowitz et al., 1998; Marx, 1993). 
Furthermore, the seamless link between making objects and connecting to people 
and place, echoes conceptions of unalienated production as an intrinsically social 
and ecological practice (Marx, 2001). Linking both to Arendt (1998) and Gorz (2005), 
and against the immateriality and evanescence of contemporary knowledge work, 
maker identity is stabilized by the tangible object, which may be held up, shown to 
others, and kept for ever.   
Emerging from interstices in the labour process, where the need for 
something more tangible, enduring and whole are indulged, is a process of place- 
and community-building that takes place in urban cracks that exist in the city’s 
commercial centre, dominated by shops and offices. Place-making is here 
understood as emerging from the vibrant energy of making activity, coupled with the 
‘messy’ organisational elements that enable the makers’ individually absorbed yet 
richly social practice. Maker Space, as a space that emerges from this process is 
rich with a sense of possibility, discovery and surprise. The cheeky signage and 
overflowing scrap boxes arise from the making process, in turn nurturing and 
inspiring the makers, as well as enlivening the streetscape through the maverick 
window displays.    
When framed in terms of alienation, there is tremendous resonance between 
scholarship of work and that of place. Augé’s (2008) claim that the relationship 
between individual and place has become increasingly contractual and objectified, 
mirrors Marx’s characterisation of the estranged worker. The uniformity and 
predictability of commercially driven urban spaces mirrors the commodified relation 
between the worker and his or her product.  In the theory of ‘non-place’, loss of an 
intimate, vibrant sense of place numbs the critical faculty by providing a landscape 
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that, however dazzling, is not readable by its denizens, who are thus incapable of 
authentic connection with it (Dale and Burrell, 2002; Daskalaki et al., 2008). 
Similarly, in Marx’s analysis, the alienated worker becomes stunted and cut off by his 
labour, even when the product itself is beautiful.  
Just as theorists of work have analysed the worker who is isolated from his 
fellow men and from nature, theorists of place such as Paterson (1997) and Farrar 
(2011) envision the denizen who has no authentic connection to place, becoming 
atomized and incapable of civic engagement. Reflecting on this in relation to 
corporatised urban space, Daskalaki et al. (2008) lament the ‘superficial formalism’ 
of placeless places. For Farrar (2011: 727), this loss of connection amidst ‘paralysing 
uniformity’ foments political amnesia and resignation to ‘what is’, as subjects are not 
sufficiently connected to their environment to be able to read it, losing the ability to 
imagine what might be possible. This work on place echoes Gorz’s work on practico-
sensory deprivation inside the labour process as well as evoking Arendt’s notion of 
the need for an anti-Heraclitean relationship to our world.   
Using parkour as a provocation, Daskalaki et al. (2008) highlight the power of 
parkour-style interventions in disrupting this anesthetised state by physically and 
sensorially engaging the body in space, yielding creative and critical potential. Maker 
Space, as a site that is richly textured and highly legible to its members, who 
continually inscribe themselves in it, often though embodied practices of re-use and 
upcycling, can be framed as a type of parkour, fomenting a deep and lasting 
connection to space alongside the creation of lasting things.  
Maker Space activity is distinguished from paid work by virtue of its time-rich, 
creatively autonomous and tangible characteristics, but is also sustained 
economically and materially by some of the members’ day jobs in fields such as 
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engineering and computing. It is an alternative organizational form that emerges 
from the interstices of everyday life and existing patterns of work and consumption, 
existing alongside these structures. Yet, as a space that is ‘unruly, uncertain, 
unfinished, collaborative, alive’ (Farrar, 2011: 732),  it is also disruptive in terms of 
challenging the imagination to consider what could be rather than being imprisoned 
in what is (Paterson, 1997: 84), suggesting the type of richly textured urban spaces 
that are possible. Alongside this, it suggests what our productive activity, and our 
cities, might look like if we less constrained by the exigencies of making a living and 
more able to spend more time doing what most pleases us.    
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Making Space in Urban Interstices: Photographs and Captions 
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Figure 1: Welcome Wednesday, where the social buzz of the space is palpable from inside and out. 
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Figure 2: Tim remarks about his quadcopter: ‘It’s not a digital thing, it’s a physical thing’’ 
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Figure 3: A one-of-a-kind toy bus: ‘You can pick it up, you can show people you’ve got something there that you’ve made, that you 
can keep forever.’ 
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Figure 4: Laser cut felt and jewelry: ‘I don’t really like something the same thing twice’. 
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Figure 5: Rob shows off his beautiful cube of white LEDs: ‘They serve no purpose at all whatsoever.’ 
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Figure 6: Makerspace Consumables: Colour-coded boxes provide order to shared resources in the space while preserving a rich 
sense of variety and treasure-hunting to those who scavenge their contents.
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Figure 7: Members gather round for Tim’s quadcopter launch at the Christmas party – a moment of ‘dread and excitement’ 
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Figure 8: Safety warning on the laser cutter: humour and homespun signage ‘soften’ the regulatory features of the space. 
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Figure 9: One of several 3D printers displayed in one of the windows: Excitement over particular technologies creates ‘crazes’ at 
Makerspace. 
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Figure 10: Members devoted countless hours to devising this elaborately constructed moving Christmas window display of 3D-
printed penguins crossing a laser-cut Tyne Bridge. 
 
